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If I was asked to nominate the most influential educational innovations of the twenti-
eth century, I would have to put the UK Open University (OU) top of my list. My
distance education teaching and research spans 30 years and I find it difficult to imag-
ine what distance education from the 1970s would be like without the OU; or, indeed,
what my own work would be like without the OU. I may be biased by my visits (one
for three months) to the OU (as we always called it), and the publication, research, and
teaching I have shared with colleagues and friends (some, sadly, passed away) I have
made there. Undoubtedly, there have been several other influential distance education
institutions over the last 30 years; however, some of them, such as the Indira Gandhi
Nation Open University (IGNOU) owe much of their existence, shape, and form to the
OU. Others, such as the University of South Africa (UNISA), preceded the OU but,
especially in UNISA’s case working under the cloud of apartheid, are unlikely to have
filled the hypothetical vacuum in distance education had the OU not existed. Due to
my high regard for the OU, I was delighted and somewhat intrigued to review China’s
Radio & TV Universities and the British Open University: A Comparative Study: a
book that juxtaposes the OU with China’s radio and TV universities.
As is clear from above, the OU is intertwined within my own distance education
life; the radio and TV universities in China, however, have had very little influence on
my work. I came to Wei Runfang’s book, therefore, with some understanding and
much appreciation for the OU, but with little for China’s radio and TV universities.
Similarly, while I was born and spent my life in England until my wife and I left to
work in Australia in the early 1970s, I have never been to mainland China. I mention
these personal and professional connections with the UK and the OU, and the lack of
them with China and its radio and TV universities, because this influences the critical
lens through which I review Wei Runfang’s book.
I am not sure, but I expect that Wei Runfang’s personal and professional experi-
ences are more balanced between the OU and China’s radio and TV universities than
mine. Unfortunately, the book does not include a note on the author so I can only
assume that she may have spent time in the UK and at the OU, and that she probably
is a Chinese citizen and has considerable knowledge and experience of China’s radio
and TV universities. Despite Wei Runfang’s likely better balance on these matters, I
sense that I may have a better insider understanding of the UK. For this reason, I am
able to offer a critique on matters related to the UK aspects of the book but, on the
contrary, I can offer little in the way of an insider-informed critique of matters related
to China. Therefore, readers of this review and of Wei Runfang’s book who possess











































448  Book review
The fact that the book does not say anything about its author was the second thing
I noted when opening the book. The first was the title: ‘The British Open University.’
Confusion emerged though when, right from the first paragraph, and for most of the
book, it refers to the OU as the Open University of the UK (OUUK); the ‘British Open
University’ first appears on page 62. Technically, it is the UK Open University, and it
is most often referred to as the UKOU in the distance education field to distinguish it
from the (now) many other Open Universities in the world. The UK is formally the
UK of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. One of the OU’s regions is North Ireland
and so, in this sense, it is not just the British Open University (I am sure some in
North Ireland have said it feels like the English Open University, but that’s another
matter!).
Wei Runfang adopts a comparative approach to the analysis of the OU and China’s
radio and TV universities. It is comparative in the sense that comparative education is
concerned with the study of two or more educational phenomena across national
boundaries. Wei Runfang grounds the analyses in deep historical roots, in China’s
case back to the Shang dynasty in the seventeenth century BC (p. 36) (3700 years ago,
which I assume is correct) and back even further in ‘prehistoric Britain … about
900,000 years ago’ (p. 40) (which I assume is stretching it a bit!). I am not convinced
that the brief historical descriptions of the Stone Age in Britain and the Shang dynasty
in China are of much use to a comparative analysis of the OU and China’s radio
and  TV universities. However, the more recent and connected historical roots are
worthwhile: the rise of formal (especially schooling) and informal (adult) education in
post-Industrial Revolution England; and Sun Yat-sen’s presidency of the first republic
in China in 1912 and the ensuing civil wars that eventually culminated in Mao
Zedong’s communists establishing the People’s Republic of China in 1949 after
Chiang Kai-shek’s Kuomintang forces retreated to Taiwan and establishing it as the
Republic of China. The overviews of the histories of universities in Europe and Asia
are also useful connections because they help to understand more contemporary
structural and cultural arrangements in higher education.
The historical substance of the book (although somewhat repetitive) is a strength.
It ensures that the book does not fall into the trap of being merely a comparative,
descriptive (or, worse, hagiographic) work of the OU and China’s radio and TV
universities. It is important to locate these universities in the national post-Second
World War contexts. These contexts are sharply different: from the communist, anti-
capitalist totalitarianism that peaked during the Cultural Revolution in China, to the
post-war national rebuilding of the UK and the subsequent Wilson Labour
Government’s use of education to counteract the social class system and to build a
fairer democracy. The OU and China’s radio and TV universities owe much to their
governments’ ideologies and determination. Wei Runfang sees distance education as
being fundamentally an egalitarian project, something that she sees as missing in
China’s development of distance education; a development that the USSR influenced
strongly, at least until (previous Conservative UK Prime Minister) Ted Heath met
Deng Xiaoping in 1977 and described the OU to him. Wei Runfang regrets that the
‘real meaning of distance education, for example, to encourage educational democ-
racy and equity, seems failed to be exported to China hand in hand with the method-
ology of distance education’ (p. 207). She notes (p. 205) that the OU was established
to provide university education for those who usually were under-represented in
universities and that it has largely succeeded. In contrast, China’s radio and TV
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people and the specific privileged groups in local and rural areas’ (p. 205). She
concludes that the OU’s profile ‘in terms of ethnic and socio-economic background
… is very much closer to the profile of the country … However, the pattern of students
in China’s RTVUs totally fails to represent the population profile’ (p. 205).
I can appreciate Wei Runfang’s point above. It does seem ironic that the People’s
Republic of China’s major distance education venture exacerbates social inequalities,
especially between the urban middle classes and the rural poor and the ethnic minor-
ities, whereas the UK with its monarchist class system develops its distance education
venture to reduce social and economic disparities. However, the UK is a democracy
and China is not, and so the intentions, operations, and constitution of the govern-
ments are different. China wanted its radio and TV universities for a different purpose
from the UK and its Open University. This seems to disprove Wei’s aforementioned
claim that the ‘real meaning of distance education … [is] to encourage educational
democracy and equity’ (p. 207). It is certainly the case that distance education is often
deployed to address matters of access and equity, both social and educational, but I
think it is not fundamental to its meaning. Indeed, distance education can be (and has
been) deployed for elitist and privileging purposes, as some corporate uses and several
MBA programmes illustrate.
Wei’s book provides a particular insight that does focus on what is fundamental to
distance education: the geographical separation of teacher and learner. She observes
that the OU was about distance education. That is, the OU used its media and methods
to enable students to enrol, become substantially autonomous learners, and to
complete their studies wherever they were located in the UK: remote parts of Wales,
the Scottish Isles, barricaded and razor-wired suburbs in Northern Ireland, prison cells
in England, or oil rigs in the North Sea. By contrast, China’s radio and TV universi-
ties, Wei argues, created distances by removing face-to-face tuition and replacing it
with teachers as TV presenters. She states ‘in practice it makes students rely on tutor-
dominated classroom preaching [sic], failing to cultivate students’ potential for auton-
omous learning’ (p. 207).
The final chapter considers the main theories of distance education with their
Western roots and their incongruence with China. It is argued that the 
job of distance education researchers is not to dodge the alienation caused by the colli-
sion (between Western distance education theory and practice and the Eastern educa-
tional systems), but to face it and to find out the reason why, so as to improve and enrich
the theory of distance education. (p. 353)
This chapter provides an analysis of the practices of the radio and TV universities in
the context of theories of distance education, the changing circumstances in China,
and the evolution of communications technologies.
As noted at the outset, I know little of China and its radio and TV universities so
I cannot criticise Wei’s information and arguments on those matters. On the UK and
the Open University, however, I noted several inaccuracies that raise the concern that
there may be more inaccuracies in both the UK and China parts of the book. A prob-
lem for some readers will be the lack of scholarly citation and/or evidence in substan-
tial portions of text that describe events and circumstances. Hence, often evidence
cannot be checked and/or pursued further. For example, the history of various of the
OU’s programmes is described and it is claimed: ‘Research Degrees included










































450  Book review
Philosophy (PhD)’ (p. 119). I expect that this sentence should read: Research degrees
included Bachelor of Philosophy (BPhil), Master of Philosophy (MPhil) and Doctor
of Philosophy (PhD). If there was an accurate citation a reader could check what
appear to be mistakes or to learn that the OU did have such degrees. In another
instance it is stated: ‘the 1944 Education Act advocated the provision of free
secondary education for all by establishing a nationwide system of free, compulsory
schooling from age 5 to 16’ (p. 252). In fact, the school leaving age was 15 until about
1970. It was the Wilson Government (which established the OU) that also (controver-
sially) raised the school leaving age from 15 to 16 years of age. Again, there is no
evidence for the statement cited so we assume the mistake is Wei’s and not one that
she read elsewhere and used as the basis of her statement.
The UK reader or the OU expert may identify other arguments and statements that
are probably questionable or incorrect. There are also references cited that are missing
from the reference list at the end of the chapter. One missing, in particular, was a refer-
ence for the citation to Harris (1980) in the Introduction. There were no references
listed and so who Harris is and whether the date is correct remains a mystery. This
citation intrigued me because if there was one book I’d recommend Wei read for a
critical view of the early OU it is David Harris’s Openness and Closure in Distance
Education (1987), which was based on his PhD study of the OU. It would have made
for a nice foil to Wei’s criticisms that China’s radio and TV universities ‘totally fails’
in terms of representativeness and her lauding of the OU’s fostering of autonomous
learners (p. 205). It would also have added some conceptual authority to the degree of
openness and closure of the radio and TV universities (and the OU) during various
phases of their development.
This is an interesting book and it enables readers unfamiliar with the UK and its
Open University, and with China and its radio and TV universities to learn something
of these nations and their distance education flagships. It is much stronger on the latter
institution and I expect most Western readers will find this to be the most valuable
aspect. It is a worthwhile comparative analysis of these two national institutions in the
context if their different national political and historical contexts.
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